Viscardo's Letter to the Spanish Americans inaugurates a tradition of nonconformist political writing against Spanish colonial rule during the second half of the eighteenth century, a period characterised by the Crown's attempt to reorganise several aspects of the colonial administration. As an ex-Jesuit living in exile after the expulsion of the Society of Jesus from all Spanish territories in 1767, Viscardo had a political as much as a personal motive in designing a project that would cut the colonial ties between Spain and the New World. His plans for emancipation included the instauration of a monarchical form of government, but his design was out of touch with reality and would have hardly been taken seriously by the inhabitants had a British-backed expeditionary force reached the coasts of Chile and Peru, as he had planned. While Viscardo's Letter may have stirred a sense of creole patriotism some years after his death, the political scruples of the ancien regime based on social privileges and racial distinctions were too strong to be dismantled by mere ideals of freedom, justice and equality. Thus, effective political participation was restricted to the creole elite, whom Viscardo saw as the legitimate guarantor of social order and economic prosperity.
Introduction
Viscardo's Letter to the Spanish Americans inaugurates a tradition of nonconformist political writing against Spanish colonial rule during the second half of the eighteenth century, a period characterised by the Crown's attempt to reorganise several aspects of the colonial administration in order to fulfil its economic potential. The Bourbon reforms implemented by Charles III, which sought a stricter and more demanding taxation system, created much discontent among the colonial population and were directly responsible for some of the most powerful peasant and indigenous rebellions witnessed during those years, such as the Tupac Amaru rebellion in the viceroyalty of Peru and the Comunero revolt in New Granada (present-day Colombia) between 1780-1783. The reforms affected creoles (descendants of Spaniards born in the colonies), Indians, blacks and mestizos (the offspring of European and Indian unions), as well as other mixed-blood groups (castas). Creoles, in particular, felt deeply humiliated by the fact that Spanish-born subjects, even those with a lower social background and education, could enjoy the employment opportunities and social status denied to them.
High-rank posts (whether civil, military or ecclesiastical) were now filled almost exclusively by Peninsular Spaniards ('españoles europeos'), a fact that tightened the already difficult social coexistence between the two groups. The restrictions on commerce (which was controlled by state monopolies) and the demands on agriculture, mining and industry were also a widespread source of frustration. Colonies, c. 1750 -1830 , ed. Gabriel Paquette (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2009 Such a discontent was to be articulated in a revolutionising plan of action by the ex-Jesuit Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmán, himself a victim of the absolutist policies of the Spanish monarch. Indeed, the Crown's decision in 1767 to expel the Jesuits from all its territorial domains marked the end of Viscardo's early novitiate in his native Peru and his forced exile to the Italian Peninsula. He was born in Pampacolca (Arequipa) in 1748, and was never to return to the Spanish dominions. Not much of his personal life has come down to us, although we do know that he lived in Italy for several years before moving to London, grief-stricken by poverty, ill-health and a bitter feeling of anger due to the reluctance of the Spanish authorities to give him legal access to his lost patrimony in Peru. Because of the expulsion of the Jesuits and the evils he had to endure thereof, it is clear that Viscardo had a political as much as a personal motive in designing a project that would cut the colonial ties between Spain and the New World.
Although he had no military credentials on which to base such an ambitious plan, his intellectual formation as a former Jesuit and his commitment to the cause for independence seem to have been powerful enough to attract the attention of the British government, initially through diplomatic contacts in Italy and later through direct negotiations with the Foreign Office in London, where he spent his final years. 
The question of racial heterogeneity
Creole and mestizo complaints about the Spanish administration throughout the colonies had been frequent in the last few decades of the eighteenth century. For the most part, their purpose was to call the attention of the Crown to the harsh conditions the population was forced to endure due to high taxation, the lack of commercial opportunities with other nations, and the corrupt practices of some Spanish officials in the administration of the colonies. Yet, they did not openly call for a revolution that 10 'Que los buenos e inocentes indios, así como los bizarros pardos, y morenos libres crean firmemente, would bring about their political independence. As far as the creole elite was concerned, their demands would have been appeased with the securement of a more balanced position vis-à-vis Peninsular Spaniards, a review of commercial, agricultural and industrial policies which badly affected the population and, more generally, a wider access to science and education (the old-fashioned, scholastic character of higher education and the repressive role of the Inquisition regarding the dissemination of enlightened ideas was a frequent lament among creoles). 12 As a contemporary quiteño intellectual put it:
To tell the truth, gentlemen, we are destitute of education, we lack the means to prosper, we are not moved by the incentive of honour, and good taste is far removed from us.
We live in the grossest ignorance and the most deplorable misery.
13
Still, an overthrow of the colonial system was not generally seen as a desirable option; far from it, large sectors of the population viewed its authorities as guarantors of their property and status. In Peru, the Tupac Amaru rebellion had shown that these could not be taken for granted, and similar events in other parts of the continent and the Caribbean had convinced the creole elite that nothing could be more disastrous for their existence than the absence of the colonial order which, they believed, was the only force capable of containing the social and ethnic war that would otherwise erupt in Spanish America. Events in Mexico in 1810-the Hidalgo Revolt-proved this to be the case.
For the coastal regions of Venezuela and New Granada-where large numbers of black slaves and free men of colour were to be found-the black slave revolt in the rich and mestizos, and his apparent praise of mulattoes, it is obvious that the question of political independence was for him something that pertained creole interests alone rather than the vast social strata that made up the bulk of the Spanish American population. Within such an obtuse worldview, the well-being of blacks and mulattoes was a matter of secondary importance. The idyllic picture presented by Viscardo in his writings, therefore, plays down the possibility of racial conflict in Spanish America and underscores the capacity of the white elite to lead the destiny of the future independent nation.
Viscardo's response to Spanish tyranny
In Viscardo makes no mention of the indigenous people of Peru whose rights had been seized by the Spaniards and their direct descendants). 23 In return for their sacrifices, he argues, the Spaniards expected to be rewarded with land and other royal privileges granted for their exclusive enjoyment, as dictated by Spanish medieval tradition.
Viscardo accuses the Spanish monarchy for not respecting this contract:
Let us consult our annals for three centuries; they discover to us the ingratitude and injustice of the Court of Spain, and its treachery in not fulfilling the engagements contracted at first with the great Columbus, and afterwards with the other conquerors, who gave to it the empire of the New World, on conditions solemnly stipulated; we shall see the offspring of those magnanimous men branded with scorn, and pursued by the hatred which has calumniated, persecuted and ruined them. (69) Viscardo's main argument in defence of emancipation is essentially of a juridical nature. Its aim is to accuse the Spanish monarch of exercising a tyrannical rule over his colonial subjects, a despotism that nullifies its own legitimacy according to the very principles upon which the king's authority was based: 'Every law which opposes itself to the general good of those for whom it is made, is an act of tyranny' (64).
Viscardo's thought is firmly based on the idea-held both by late scholastic and early modern European political thinkers-that the king derives his power not from God but from the people, with whom a pact of reciprocity and mutual obligations is made for the sake of the common good. In the Spanish juridical tradition, this doctrine had been maintained by the Jesuit Francisco Suárez (1548-1617) who defended the legitimate right of the people to depose their king whenever the purity of the pact was violated and replaced by the will of a tyrant.
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In addition, Viscardo draws attention to the commercial regulations introduced by the Bourbon reforms. He criticises the high cost of goods and raw materials imported from Spain (the production, trade and manufacture of certain commodities in the colonies was not allowed by the Crown), while export products were sold at very low prices. Viscardo also highlights the detrimental effects of Spanish monopolies. Such practice, he says, had led to commercial speculation and the imposition of heavy taxes, all of which placed an intolerable burden upon the inhabitants of the New World. For Spanish American merchants this policy could only represent a direct attack on their economic interests and those of the colonies at large, forcing them to implement commercial practices that took no notice of their real needs and prosperity:
Since men began to unite in society for their mutual interest, we are the only people whom government has compelled to provide for our wants at the highest price possible; and to part with our productions at the lowest price. In order that this violence should have the most complete success, we have been cut off, as in a besieged town, from every channel through which we might have been able to obtain from other nations, at moderate prices and by fair exchanges, the commodities which we wanted. The imposts of government, the fees of officers, the avarice of the merchants empowered to exercise conjointly the most unbridled 24 Manuel Giménez Fernández, 'Las doctrinas populistas en la independencia de Hispano-América', monopoly,-all bearing the same way, scarcity no longer left a choice to the purchaser; and as this mercantile tyranny might force us to have recourse to our industry to supply our wants, the government took care to enchain it. (65) Viscardo is also critical of the abuses of certain officials of the colonial administration whom he holds responsible for the economic ruin of Indians and contrary to the true spirit of the Spanish monarchy, he affirms, the colonies had every right to oppose it:
Anuario de Estudios Americanos
Our ancestors, in re-establishing the kingdom and its government, thought only of guarding against the absolute power to which our kings have always aspired. With this design, they concentred the supremacy of justice, and the legislative powers of peace, war, subsidies, and the granting of monies, in the Cortes which represented the different classes of the nation, and were to be the depositaries and guardians of the rights of the people. (73) After dealing with what he sees as a radical failure of the Crown to administer its possessions in the New World in an equitable manner, Viscardo turns his attention to a more personal concern: the Imperial decree that sealed the fate of five thousand included a large and well-organised workforce capable of yielding vast revenues, mostly from agricultural products. In urban areas, on the other hand, the Jesuits contributed enormously to the advancement of science and education. According to historian Mariano Picón Salas, by 1700 the Jesuit Order was not only the foremost cultural organisation throughout Spanish America but also one of the strongest financial forces in the colonial world. 27 Because of their advanced ideas in the realm of politics and government (as exemplified in the doctrines of Suárez and others), the Crown had long mistrusted the Jesuits; now, in the age of enlightenment, they had become its virtual enemy.
28
As I have already mentioned, the reforms introduced by Charles III eliminated the privileges and opportunities Spanish Americans had enjoyed in the administration of the colonies at the beginning of the eighteenth century. In particular, the restrictions on high-rank administrative positions were seen as an act of aggression against the creole elite, who felt discriminated against:
Thus, whilst at court, in the armies, and in the tribunals of the monarchy, they lavish riches and honours upon foreigners of all nations, we alone are declared unworthy of them; we are declared incapable of filling, even in our own country, places which, in the strictest right, belong to us exclusively. (69; my italics) 27 De la Conquista a la Independencia, 3rd ed. Javier Clavijero) constituted a serious indictment against creoles, for it questioned their capacity to govern civilized and industrious societies. 30 Were Spanish Americans ready to face this historical challenge and prove that they, too, were capable of acquiring moral and political virtues? Other aspects of his argument may be based on juridicophilosophical principles, but the idea that Spanish Americans will carry the guilt of their inaction has a special moral-psychological significance because it appeals directly to their conscience:
The valour with which the English colonies of America have fought for the liberty, common political goal). 31 This became evident once the desire for political autonomywhich started as a protective measure against the Napoleonic invasion of Spain in 1808-turned into regional confrontation almost everywhere in Spanish America. Thus, reflecting on the causes of the political crisis that took hold of the colonies in the 1810s, Simón Bolívar would be forced to conclude:
Until our patriots acquire those talents and political virtues which distinguish our North American brethren, I am very much afraid that our popular systems, far from being favourable to us, will occasion our ruin; for, unhappily for us, these good qualities appear to be very distant from us in their requisite perfection.
[…] Shall we be able to maintain, in its true equilibrium, the difficult charge of a republic? Is it to be conceived, that a people but just released from their chains can fly at once into the sphere of liberty? Like Icarus, their wings would be loosened, and they would refall into the abyss. Such a prodigy is inconceivable, in fact never seen;
consequently, there is no reasonable argument which can bear us out in this expectation.
32
The notions of civic duty and responsibility were generally ineffective because Spanish colonial society had been built upon the premise of social and racial difference. also that the presence of a Royal Prince in the British naval expedition to liberate the colony would win the esteem and trust of the population, thereby guaranteeing its success.
36
In the end, the process of emancipation was not to be aided by the 'altruistic' gesture of a foreign imperial power, nor did it result in the realisation of a utopian dream where free trade, wealth and industry could work together for the betterment of mankind, as the ex-Jesuit had hoped. 37 While Viscardo's Letter may have stirred a sense of creole patriotism all the way from Mexico to Buenos Aires in the decade following his death, the political scruples of the ancien régime based on social privileges and racial distinctions were too strong to be dismantled by mere ideals of freedom, justice and equality. In effect, the Spanish colonies were formed by a heterogeneous and disjointed population; social and economic interests were strongly determined by class, race, and regional circumstances which did not always fuse together in a harmonious chord. Viscardo's patria was a beautiful idea scattered throughout the continent, but it was nowhere to materialise in a homogeneous and organic entity. Because of his idiosyncratic conception of natural law (which was based on political exclusion and social inequality), Viscardo's own thoughts about political participation were conceived along the very same hierarchical structures of the colonial regime he wanted to destroy. His vision of a monarchical form of government built on a rigidly stratified and racially heterogeneous society meant that effective political participation was ultimately restricted to the creole elite, whom Viscardo saw as the legitimate guarantor of social order and economic prosperity.
